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State, U.S. forge key water pact
Historic plan seen as best hope to ease persistent problems

SACRAMENTO -- Gov. Gray Davis and the Clinton administration have agreed to a historic
pact to guide California water policy for dams, the environment and recycling for the next 30
years.

Rivaling the effort to restore the Florida Everglades, the plan is seen by many as the last, best
hope to solve environmental and water-quality woes in the Sacramento Delta and settle the
state’s perpetual water wars.

"Federal and state courtrooms are littered with failures of previous attempts at consensus or
compromise on California water issues," notes a draft of the document obtained by Coptey
News Service.

The pact would go a long way toward assuring Californians of ample drinking water, reliable
farm irrigation supplies and environmental safeguards -- provided it can run the gantlet of
hurdles ahead of it.

Davis and Interior Secretary Bruce Babbitt tomorrow are expected to sign the 50-page accord
dubbed the "Cliff Notes" of a more comprehensive agreement scheduled for release later this
summer.

Some of the key proposals in the $8 billion program include:

A new canal to deliver water from north to south. The proposed diversion near Sacramento
conjures up the ghost of the Peripheral Canal killed by voters in 1982, even though this one
would be six times smaller.

An undetermined fee levied on water users to help pay for environmental restoration.

A $1 billion start-up budget for design plans and other work to build an off-stream reservoir
north of Colusa and enlarge existing sites near Redding, Walnut Creek and Fresno. No new
dams would be built on rivers or lakes.

A revolutionary concept to cap water for fish and ~vildlife. The environment would be provided
an additional 380,000 acre feet, or enough for about 750,000 average households a year. Fish
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and wildlife would have to borrow if needed.agencies buyor more

While focusing on the Sacramento Delta, the state’s water hub hundreds of miles from San
Diego, the water deal is crucial to sustaining the entire Southern California economy. Growth
can stall without adequate water. Deliveries to San Diego County have been sharply curtailed
during extended dry spells.

"We need real improvements," said Gordon Hess of the San Diego County Water Authority.

Negotiators are frantically working around the clock to complete the deal after nearly six years
of talks. Copies of the pact are jealously guarded. Selected major water users were briefed in
private meetings but had to leave their drafts at the door. Sources close to negotiations
emphasized that details are still evolving.

While it’s to be with fanfare, the faces hurdles. Powerfullikely trumpeted great plan many
urban, agricultural and environmental interests likely will attack selected proposals. It also must
pass muster in Congress and the Legislature.

"I’m optimistic that in the end people will be supportive. There’s a lot of good stuff in there,"
said Jason Peltier a water manager representing many San Joaquin Valley farmers.

Two-thirds of the state’s drinking water, including supplies mixed with salty Colorado River
water used in San Diego County, passes through the delta. By ensuring more water from the
delta, Southern California could minimize its reliance on Colorado River water. The state faces
reduced allocations from the river in the future.

But years of neglect and population pressures have pushed the delta to the brink of ecological
disaster. More pollutants are being found, farmers face severe shortages and giant government

routinely chew endangered fish.pumps up

To reverse the decline, state and federal officials launched an ambitious program called CalFed
six years ago. Its charge was daunting: restore the fishery, guarantee reliable water supplies and
improve quality. And, by the way, do itwith the agreement of historically warring factions.

After some initial success, CalFed was bogged down by infighting. With President Clinton’s
environmental legacy very much in play, Babbitt and Davis agreed to launch private talks to
secure a deal.

"CalFed was stuck on the 10-yard-line," Peltier said. "This moves us to the 40."

The proposed policy goes far beyond anything previously imagined in California water policy.

three reservoirs, the state could store million feet enough forByenlarging existing one more
two million average households a year. The proposed reservoir near Colusa could hold enough
water for one million homes.
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Money would be showered on the innovative as well as tried and true recycling and conservation
projects.

For example, the government would buy or lease islands in the Sacramento Delta. The land
would be flooded and used to store 250,000 acre feet.

During wet years water would be moved into large basins to creafe the equivalent of new
reservoirs. The proposal suggests there is room for as much as 1 million acre feet underground.

The plan also calls for spending up to $1.6 billion on conservation and reclamation programs
statewide.

Beyond the cost and political barriers to a proposed water delivery canal near Sacramento, the
project would entail installing the largest fish screen in the nation, say those involved.

he facility would be six times smaller than the old Peripheral Canal, but is expected to be a
magnet for opposition. The 1982 plan was attacked as a ploy by the south to steal water from the
north. Some environmentalists feared it would drain fish and wildlife habitat.

Water quality has emerged as an issue of equal importance to supplies. More than $700 million
would be set aside for clean drinking water programs.

Proposals include sending pristine Sierra water to cities and working with farmers to irrigate their
crops from other water sources. About 35,000 acres of the worst-polluted San Joaquin Valley
farmland would be idled.

The plan would increase annual supplies by 15 percent to many Central Valley farmers whose
water has been sharply curtailed to protect fish.
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